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We celebrated another New Year, 1942, in the desert and the disasters of Greece and Crete were behind us. We had even enjoyed a rare victory in Operation Crusader and not only defeated the Germans but driven them all the way back to the Tunisian border. We felt like real soldiers. The Queen’s Rifles, however, had taken, like the rest of the army, a battering. We had endured serious losses and so we were not down at El Agheila, the front line, but back at Gazala. That was understandable. We had been part of the spearhead that had done the bulk of the fighting and endured the greatest losses. The troops at El Agheila were fresh from Britain and the colonies. The ones from Britain looked much as we had done when we had first arrived: pale skin reddened by an intense sunlight. We were veterans now and looked the part. We had the tanned skin of men who were used to surviving in the desert. That was what you did, you fought the desert and if you were successful then you lived. We had learned to live in this land that was as different from our homeland as was possible. We conserved water. We grew beards. We donned cloth and head dresses to protect ourselves from the sun’s rays. The conscripts of Greece were gone. They had been honed and sharpened in battle and the sand. We had become soldiers. 

We no longer had the Morris with the Lewis gun and the MG 34; our spoils of war had been given to Lieutenant Hargreaves. Not long after we had reached Gazala Captain Whittle had brought our former officer to our camp. He now looked more like an Arab than a British officer and the sergeant with him looked like a wild man. The look of anger on the face of the wild sergeant and his balled scarred fists had convinced me that I would not trade my comrades to serve with such a man. When asked if I would like to join the new unit, I looked at the sergeant as I said, “No, Sir, I will stay with this section. I think I will live longer that way.” 

The lieutenant had looked hurt. He stiffened and his tone had become very formal, “Very well. Sergeant.” They climbed aboard and, after giving the captain a salute, drove off. Morris and the treasure we had collected was taken and we never saw either the vehicle or our first officer again.

We looked at the captain and he took out his pipe, “The lieutenant and his men are fighting a different war. The Morris was handy but they need it more than we do. Lieutenant Hargreaves and his men operate far behind the enemy lines. They do a grand job. It is thanks to them that we managed our breakthrough. They sabotaged the enemy supply lines. They fight their war and we fight ours.”

Bert had shaken his head, “We lost Betty and now we have lost Morris. It isn’t right.”

“If it is any consolation, Dixon, we will be getting another Bren Carrier along with another grenade launcher.” Bert had brightened up at the thought but I brooded about the loss of the weapon I had taken and used to help to keep us in the war. We had lost two machine guns and that might hurt us. I resolved to keep my Colt pistol and my Beretta hidden in my pack. I knew that they might prove useful.

The idyll of Gazala ended when we were moved, after two weeks, back to El Adem which lay to the south of Tobruk. It was close to the place we had fought the Germans when they tried to break through to Tobruk and it marked the starting point for Operation Crusader. It was an ominous move for we were told to dig in and build defences. That hinted at an attack and as we had just driven the Germans and Italians hundreds of miles back from Tobruk we wondered why. The generals knew what they had planned but we, the soldiers who dug like rats the holes in which we lived, did not. Our new lieutenant, Lieutenant Fowler, was a former university lecturer and, being a thoughtful man, he seemed to understand our mood. Perhaps, it was his experience as a teacher that made him such a good officer. He was used to explaining things that were difficult to students and that was what we were, his students. I was closer to him than I had been to Lieutenant Hargreaves, his predecessor, and as we dug trenches and built defences I took the opportunity to ask him the reasons behind our digging.

“Sir, I thought that as we had driven the Germans back to El Agheila we would soon send them from Africa.”

He was smoking his pipe. I imagined him when he was a lecturer in a tweed jacket with leather patches at the elbow. I pictured him using the stem of his pipe to illustrate his lecture. He tapped the ash from his pipe and slipped it into his battledress. He smiled as he helped me to move a particularly large rock I had dug from the sand to make a parapet, “Not quite as simple as that, Private Sharratt.” We dropped it into place and he wiped the sand from his hands. I stopped too, to listen to him, “You see, we have advanced so far that we now have much further to transport fuel and food. The powers that be are merely being prudent. We have minefields before us and we are digging trenches to make boxes that can be defended if the Germans and Italians break through.”

“Boxes, Sir?”

I took the shovel and began to enlarge the trench now that the large rock was removed.

“Yes a box. The sides will be made of wire so that the ones inside can defend it. There will, of course, be sections of the wire that can be removed to allow the defenders to move through it. Inside there will be trenches.” He pointed to the one I was digging. “Much like this one. Unlike the trenches from the Great War they will not be continuous but slit trenches for a section or half a section of men.” He turned and pointed, “And then out there, to stop the enemy from bringing tanks, we will lay minefields. It won’t be just the Queen’s Rifles that defend. There will be mines, wire, anti-tank guns and tanks. It takes time to supply us. Tanks have to come from England and there is a battle to the north of us where we are trying to hold on to Malta.”

I stopped and stared at him, “Break through? But Sir, El Agheila is more than a hundred miles to the west of us. I could understand a box, as you call it, being closer to the front but we are almost where we started the operation.”

“And until we have more tanks and men we can’t move forward, so the aim is to hold what we have. We have a narrower front here. Tobruk must be defended. There are thirty thousand men there and, along with the railway, it is a vital lifeline to our supplies. We lost eight hundred tanks in Operation Crusader.” My face fell at the number. “Don’t be disheartened, Private Sharratt. I am sure that the generals know what they are doing this time. Our battalion has garnered battle honours and we need fear nothing that the Germans and Italians can throw at us. Don’t forget that the Americans are now in the war and, while their attention might be on the far east, I am sure that we will see the benefit of having such a powerful ally at our side. The Prime Minister has an American mother, you know.” Captain Whittle called to him and, nodding to me, he left to speak to the company commander.

I did not see what difference an American mother might make but he was an educated officer and knew it must mean something. I hoped he was right and that not only would the generals make a better job of holding on to what we had taken but that the Americans would help us. The attack on Pearl Harbour in December had come as a shock to everyone. The rumour was that the Americans were gearing up for war but, as Britain and the Empire had discovered, it took time to do that. Herr Hitler and Mussolini had been building up their military might for many years before they declared war. We all remembered the days after Battleaxe. Then we had been forced to fight hard to hold on to those precious parcels of land we had taken. We would make this little fort hard to take. 

“Lieutenant Hargreaves is here to take the Morris. His unit can use it more effectively than we can. We no longer need it here.”

Poor Bert looked close to tears, “But Morris, well, Sir, he is like one of the section.”

I saw the look of derision on the face of the wild sergeant. 

He growled, “Bloody grease monkey.” I did not like him. We might use grease monkey, Bert’s nickname, with affection but the wild man was a stranger.

Lieutenant Hargreaves had smiled and said, “And we will look after it, Dixon. You have maintained it well and the firepower it has will be put to good use.” He turned to me, “And you have shown that we can use German weapons to great effect, Private Sharratt. If you ever wish to transfer to our unit then just tell Captain Whittle.”

My aim was to keep the section alive and the more weapons I had the better I might be able to do so. As the lieutenant went to confer with the captain I stared west. I was no longer a conscript who knew nothing. I had endured defeat and victory. I knew that the war in the desert was not over. I dug my hole as deep as I could manage. As the bugle sounded for food and I climbed out, I reflected that the trench could easily double as a grave.
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Sidi Muftah

We were moved a few miles west after a handful of days of relative peace at El Adem. We were now the front line. We settled in to our new home and quickly changed it to suit us. We were nearer to the Germans but as they were still more than forty miles away we were not worried. We enjoyed the winter sunshine and dug trenches at a leisurely pace. After our victory before Christmas life seemed good. We should have known that behind every blue sky there is always a dark cloud which threatens.

The last week in January brought the disastrous news that the Germans had broken through our line at El Agheila. We had held on to the captured land for less than a month and the behemoth that was Erwin Rommel’s Panzer army was rolling east and taking all before them. Their shorter supply lines gave them the advantage and with aeroplanes operating from Italian bases we had less air cover. If there was one thing we knew, from our own advance a couple of weeks earlier, an army could race through that part of North Africa. 

Lieutenant Fowler was the one who brought us the news. He tried to make it sound more positive than it was, “The good news is that we haven’t lost a battle. The Germans attacked quickly and surprised us, that is all. Our chaps fell back in good order.”

Corporal Geoff Vane, nicknamed Weather, shook his head, “Sir, if we had been there, at the front line, we would have been watching for a German attack.”

The look on the lieutenant’s face told me that he agreed with my friend’s assessment. He was, however, an officer and he feigned a smile. I was not fooled. “We have a good position here and we are ready for them. We have a solid box to defend.” He pointed to the ground half a mile before us, “There are minefields there and as we know they are an effective deterrent against both tanks and men.” What he said was true but we had moved through German minefields and knew that they could be breached.

We had spent a great deal of time not by the coast but in the desert. I knew from our two raids that there were wadis as well as steep slopes where mines could not be laid. The desert was the danger, “And to the south, Sir, what about that?”

“Sorry, Sharratt, the south?”

“What if they don’t come the way we expect and send men and tanks around our flanks?”

“We shall have to hope that they do not take such risks.” He waved an airy hand to dismiss the idea. He turned to Sergeant Jackson, “More ammunition is on its way as well as food, Sergeant. We stay by the defences and we have one section on duty at all times.”

“Right, Sir, and where will you be?”

He smiled, “Why, right here, of course. If you would have the chaps dig me a trench.” He pointed to the ground close to the one we had dug for ourselves. “I have to see Captain Whittle and then I shall return.” Captain Whittle was the company commander and, unlike the lieutenant, had been with us in both Greece and Crete. He was a good officer.

“Right, Sir. Sharratt, Salter and Jennings, you heard the officer.” He pointed a few feet behind our trench, “There should be perfect. He can see the line and he is in the centre.”

“Right, Sarge.” We took our trenching tools. We did not mind digging the slit trench. Having the officer close by could only help us. However, we knew that we had a long couple of hours ahead before the rest of the defences were ready. We found the spot and Wally took the first swing. We soon had a rhythm going. When we found rocks, and there were always plenty of them, we did not discard them. We had long ago learned of the usefulness of rocks. We placed them before the slit trench. The sand we dug would be used to cover them. They would add protection for the officer and for us.

Sergeant Jackson shouted, “Corporal Atkinson, your lads can stand watch. Corporal Vane, when you have finished the trench take the rest of your section and get some food going.”

That was good news for us. A hard afternoon of digging in the hot sun would give us an appetite. As he passed us Corporal Vane said, “Better make it big enough for a few more. The lieutenant might need company.”

Ray, known as Glassman as he came from St Helens, rested on his trenching tool, “And I suppose next you will be telling us how to salute.”

Geoff smiled, “Sarky bugger.”

We got on. Geoff had been our pal before he was promoted. He could take the banter. We knew how to dig deep holes. We had endured attacks before and the sand and rocks of the desert could be used for protection. By the time we had finished there was a hole four feet deep, six feet long and three feet wide. There was a rock and sand parapet and we had even put in two depressions for him to rest his gun in.

As we headed back Number Three section looked enviously at us. We would be fed first. Of course their early duty meant that they would, in all likelihood, have a full night of sleep but that could not be guaranteed. The enemy might be here in the night. El Agheila was close enough to allow tanks to reach us in less than one day. If the enemy had broken through then that made us the front line.

The proximity of the enemy was made clear to us when lorries began to race along the coast road from the west. The canvas showed where bullets had hit them. These were the ones who had been knocked about a bit by the enemy. They were the lucky ones. The others would now be either dead or prisoners of war.

“We didn’t hold on to the land for long, did we?”

Harry was our resident pessimist. Bert, called Grease Monkey because no matter what the time of day or night he always had oil and grease on his face and fingers, was his loader. He smiled as he lit a cigarette, “Don’t worry, they were new lads. They didn’t take part in Crusader. What can you expect? Remember us when we first arrived in Greece. We were raw and innocent back in the day. Look at Hawkeye... he has now started to shave.” 

They all laughed. I was the baby faced one in the group. We all knew what he meant. None of us were the same as the lads who had defended that ridge in Greece. The two who had joined us in Africa, Sandy and Bones, had been nurtured and cosseted by the rest of us. We wanted to lose no more comrades. The fresh-faced troops who had passed through Gazala in December had been barely landed from the boat. They had been rushed to the railhead and then brought by lorries to take advantage of the retreating Germans. We had suffered too many casualties and the generals thought that we needed to be rested. I could now see that had been a mistake. We were veterans. We had learned which mistakes were fatal ones. The new lads had learned the hard way, through the blood of their friends.

We had a night duty and that meant losing four hours of sleep. Veterans knew how to cope with the lack of sleep. You slept when you could and when you were awake you were as alert as a cat. The Germans did not come and when we rose the next day we saw that tanks were moving from the east to support us. These were new tanks. They were, we were told, called the M3 Grant, an American tank. Perhaps the entrance of the Americans into the war was bringing benefits. What was unusual about them was that they had two guns. One was a powerful 75 mm capable of destroying a panzer but it was not in a turret. It was in a sponson and could not traverse as easily. The second gun could rotate in the turret and was a 37 mm. There were just six of them but they were reassuringly solid looking and they were placed ahead of us and behind the minefields. We smiled, for we liked having tanks close by. We had more protection.

The German reconnaissance aircraft that flew overhead must have reported the new defences, for, as February passed, the attack we feared had yet to materialise. The Desert Fox would make his attack when he was ready. He was the one dealing the cards and, from our viewpoint, our leaders were just reacting to what he was doing. The Germans were to the west of us, beyond the minefield. We had a map of the minefield. We knew that there might come a time when we had to cross it. Designed to stop armour it would still be dangerous for infantry. The lack of an attack did not lull us. We knew that the Desert Fox was well named and he would be planning something. We settled into a life that was a regular routine. We rose before dawn and stood to, in case the Germans attacked at first light and then we had breakfast when they did not come. We watched and we waited. By the start of March our replacements had arrived. We had not lost any men but our section was understrength; Bob Bailey was the new man for our section.

Sergeant Jones came from Headquarters with the new men. Bob was his last one. He waved over Geoff, “Corporal Vane, this is Private Bailey. He is joining your section. I trust you to make him welcome. He has completed a course in the use of explosives. The captain thought that your section might benefit from such an addition.” He would be a replacement for Cowley who had been killed in the advance.

“Right, Sergeant. Hawkeye, take him to the tents. You have space.” Sergeant Jackson came over and spoke to Geoff as I led the new lad away.

“Right, Corp. Follow me.” The fair-haired soldier whose face already showed the effects of the sun hefted his bag and rifle. I took his rifle, “Here, I can carry that. You look like a pack mule.”

He looked relieved, “Thanks. Hawkeye? Is that a surname?”

“No, a nickname. I can hit most things I aim at. There are a few of us with nicknames. As there are four other Bobs or Roberts in the platoon you might find yourself with one.” We reached our tent. I shared it with Ray, Wally, the corporal and Bones, our medic. “Here you are, home sweet home.”

He looked around the tent, “A little basic, eh?”

I nodded and as he began to unpack said, “Where are you from?”

“Clitheroe.”

I knew where that was. It was north of Bolton and on the road to the Pennines. It was a rural part of the world. “What did you do in civvy street?”

“I worked in a quarry. It is why they sent me on the demolitions course. I think they wanted me in the Commandos but I didn’t fancy it. Do you lads have much cause to have to deal with explosives?”

I thought back to the previous year when we had gone on two raids. Private Cowley had also been a quarryman but his mistake had cost him and some others their lives. As there was little likelihood of us raiding again I thought it best not to mention it. “Now and again but any new skill in the section is useful. We are a good team.” I pointed to his reddening cheeks. “I would see Bones about your skin. He has some cream to protect you from the effects of the sun. It can be brutal out here.”

He nodded, “And I burn easily. Back in North Lancashire I didn’t have to worry about it.” He stopped, “Bones?”

“Our medic. Roland Poulter. He is a clever chap. He has a place at university when this is over. He is going to be a doctor.” To most of us that put him on a different planet. We had all barely finished school. Almost on cue, Roland entered. I said, “Roland, this is Bob Bailey, he is a new man. I was telling him you might have something for his skin.”

He smiled, “Indeed I do.” Roland was more like Lieutenant Fowler than the rest of us. He came from a well to do family and his voice reflected that. It said much that none of the section took the mickey out of him. I knew that if McGuire and his cronies had still been in the section then they would have tried to make his life a misery. I was no fool. We had no McGuires in our company but there would be others like them in the battalion.

I left the two of them and headed out to join the others. In that brief meeting I knew that they would get on and Bob would fit in. That was always important. We were a team and a team worked best when they all got on.

Geoff took me to one side and said, “We have a new officer too, John, First Lieutenant Dawson.” There was something in the way he said it that made me pause. He had emphasised the rank. He outranked Lieutenant Fowler. “He came from the other battalion and Bill Jackson knew him from Seaforth. He said to make sure everything is ship shape and Bristol fashion. Lieutenant Dawson is a stickler for such things.”

I waved a hand around the camp, “A bit hard when it is a sandy hell, Corp.”

“I know but spread the word, eh?” 

I went to tell the others that the new officer was no Lieutenant Fowler.

Later that evening we also learned that Bob was married and had a baby son at home. “Little Winnie was born just a month before we sailed.”

“Winnie?”

He nodded, “Yes, Hawkeye, we named him after Winston Churchill. Joan and I think he is doing a good job. We all do.”

Geoff nodded, “No arguments from anyone here. The ones who thought differently aren’t here anymore.”

Three of the section looked at the corporal quizzically. It was an enigmatic comment. The rest of us knew it was McGuire he was talking about but that was not something to be shared. 

Teaching Bob the way we worked filled up any spare hours we had over the next few days. When Lieutenant Fowler approached our section we assumed it was to welcome Bob but it was not. We had not seen him for a day or two. He came with Sergeant Jackson and gathered us around him just before noon. We had been about to retire to the shade of the tent and have some food.

“Right, chaps, Headquarters want to send a patrol out beyond the minefield to see what Jerry has been up to. A Hurricane reported that the sand looked different as though something had disturbed it and they didn’t think it was a sandstorm. We need to know what they are up to.” 

No one said anything. It was not a duty that we wanted but we accepted that it needed to be done. It was clear why we had been chosen. Half of the section had been on the two raids conducted the previous year. 

The likeable officer continued, “We will leave as soon as it is dark. We have the map of the minefield and I will lead. Once on the other side we will investigate the disturbance in the ground. I have the map coordinates. It should take no more than two hours. Just take rifles and grenades. You can leave the Bren here, Cunningham.”

Geoff had been on one of the raids and he said, “Can we take saps, Sir?”

He nodded, “Of course, but why?”

“If we meet Jerry, Sir, it is a quieter way to deal with them.”

“Very well.”

I said, “And we black up, Sir?”

“Of course.” He looked around at the faces, “Any more questions?”

There were none for the officer but we would talk about it when he and the sergeant were gone. We all looked at the corporal but said nothing. He sighed and took out a cigarette, “Look on it this way, lads, it means they all think we do a good job.”

Bert had also lit up and he shook his head, “Tell that to the poor sods we left in the desert on the raid.”

Norm Thomas said, “This isn’t like a raid though, is it? We are just going for a look-see.”

Ray sighed and shook his head, “There could still be Jerries out there. What happens if we meet them?”

There was silence until Roland said, “Hawkeye, are you taking your Colt with the silencer?”

My secret weapon had been forgotten, it seemed, after the last raid. Every eye was on me. I nodded, “Be daft not to. Weather, do you want the Beretta? It doesn’t have a silencer but it is easier to use than the rifle.” The Beretta was a spoil of war taken from an Italian sergeant by me on the first raid.

He nodded, “Good idea. Another thing, the tin helmet is neither use nor ornament on this sort of thing. Your field cap or comforter is the most comfortable headgear or nowt.” He was really saying it for Bob but it didn’t hurt to state the obvious. “Make sure you have nothing that can jingle.”

We headed back to our tents for food. The new boys, Sandy, Roland and Bob stayed close to me. As we neared my tent Sandy asked, “Any chance of seeing the Colt? I never knew you had one.”

I turned, “And that is because it is our secret. Understand? Keep stum.”

He held his hands up, “Of course. I have learned that since I joined you lads. I am just keen to fit in and do what you have all done. It is what I was looking forward to when I joined up.”

I went to my spare pack and took it and the Beretta out. I put them on the top of my pack. 

Roland was not particularly interested. He didn’t like weapons. Sandy said, “Can I hold it?”

I checked that there was no magazine in it and handed it to him. He did what I expected. He held it like a cowboy would in a film, one handed. I smiled. The reality was that a two-handed stance brought better results. After pretending to shoot some imaginary baddies he handed it back. “Where did you get the Beretta from?”

I told him and he brightened. “That is where you got the MG 34 they took off us.” I nodded, “I can see that I will have to keep my eyes open. I would like one.”

I knew that I had been lucky and not everyone would enjoy such good fortune.

Sergeant Jackson came around in the evening and I took a risk, “Sarge, I was going to take the Colt with the silencer.” He smiled. I said, “You knew I still had it?”

“Of course I did. I also know you still have the pistol you took on the first raid.”

“It is okay then?”

He nodded, “If there is one bloke in this section I know will be sensible it is you. You and Weather are the heart of this section. The others all look to you. Aye, take it. The lieutenant knows about it in any case and it will save you lugging the rifle.”

I felt much better about it.

I wore my shorts and a pullover instead of trousers and battledress. I had on my webbing but only to hold the pouches with the spare ammo for the Colt and the Mills bombs. I felt much lighter. As darkness descended the lieutenant and the sergeant, with suitably blackened faces, arrived. They both had Webley pistols and each carried a Sten gun. If they fired them then the enemy would know where we were. They were a crude weapon and a last-ditch defence. The lieutenant had the map and he led.

I was second in line and Sergeant Jackson brought up the rear. Roland was tucked just in front of him. As we set off I caught a glimpse of Bob’s face. He looked terrified. The minefield was laid to catch the German and Italian tanks. Mines were not wasted and, during the day, if you had a map and if you were on foot, navigating it was relatively easy. Before we had left I had studied the benign looking patch of desert but now, walking through it at night what had seemed almost harmless was now threatening and menacing. The theory was that an infantryman would not set off a mine intended for an armoured vehicle but you never knew.

I was in my rabbit hunting method. My ears and my eyes were attuned to the desert and its attendant natural sounds. We were halfway across when I heard something. There are sounds that men make when they are moving. Those sounds do not travel far but they inhibit the ability to hear. I grabbed the lieutenant’s elbow with my left hand and held up my right hand to stop the ones behind. He turned and cocked a questioning eye. I put my hand to my ear and pointed. He nodded and we listened. There was silence and then we all heard the distinctive sound of metal on metal. Then we heard a whispered, “Scheisse.” There were Germans ahead. We could not use words and I wondered if the lieutenant would turn back. I saw his face as he debated what to do. He grabbed my shoulder and placed me next to him. He patted my Colt and mimed screwing on the silencer. I did so quickly. He then moved Geoff to stand behind me and Ray behind him. He held up two fingers and pointed to the rest. They nodded and our single line became a twin one. He pointed ahead and mimed a Hitler salute. The men nodded and I saw them tighten their grips on their weapons. The silencer fitted, I moved off when the lieutenant did so. I held my gun in two hands. 

We stepped even more carefully and slowly. Now that we had heard the first sound other noises became clearer. It was not metal on metal we heard but the sliding of tools over sand. I worked out that the Germans were removing the mines. It would explain the disturbed sand. The RAF pilot would only have a rough idea of where the edge of the minefield lay. The Germans were clearing a track so that they could attack.

The lieutenant glanced at his map. He must have been confident that he knew where we were, for he put it into his battledress. He gestured for Geoff and Ray to join us. He pumped his arm and we moved forward. I did not glance behind but assumed that the rest of the section had adopted our formation. We had worked long enough to be familiar with each other’s moves. Keeping my eyes ahead paid dividends, for it was me who saw the shadows. There were men ahead toiling in the sand. I pointed the Colt at them and the lieutenant held up his hand and nodded. The section stopped and aimed their weapons. He looked at the enemy and then waved the sergeant forward. He pointed at the ground and the rest of the section. He then pointed to the four of us and mimed us crawling closer to the Germans. Sergeant Jackson nodded. He knew what to do. We would get closer and be covered by the rifles of the others.

As they took their positions the four of us dropped slowly to the ground. We had practised crawling back at Seaforth. Then it had been to negotiate barbed wire. Here we had no such restriction. Even Ray, with his rifle, could manage it. We crawled using our elbows and knees. We were like four snakes slithering across the desert floor. As we drew closer the shadows became men. There looked to be about a dozen or more of them. There was an officer and he was directing the men. They were not using a metal detector but the more basic method of sliding a blade into the sand to touch the side of the mine. They would then clear the sand away and lift the mine. So long as the trigger was not touched they could be moved safely. It was then I saw the vehicle they had brought. It was a dark shadow about thirty yards away. There was the glow of a guard there smoking a cigarette. I wondered why the sentries on the front line had not heard the vehicle. We kept moving until the lieutenant put his arm out to arrest our progress. He cocked the Sten gun. To me the sound was like thunder but only one of the Germans seemed to notice anything. The German looked towards the desert but not in our direction. Sounds at night could be misleading. They were at a crucial stage. They had cleared the sand from a mine and two men were bending over it to lift it while another two used their bayonets to raise it from the sand.

The lieutenant told them, in German, to stop and raise their hands. Thanks to Roland and the odd lesson I had, I could work out what was said. The German officer then made a mistake. He drew a pistol and ordered his men to open fire. 

“Fire!” The lieutenant was ready already and he sprayed the Germans with the Sten gun. I shot, first the officer in the arm making him drop his gun and then the feldwebel, also in the arm. The feldwebel was made of sterner stuff than the officer. He still held his Schmeisser and as the barrel swung in our direction I sent four bullets to knock him from his feet. The bullets from behind us came a heartbeat after ours but they showed the Germans that they were outnumbered. The two men with the mine were still standing and holding it. The two with the bayonets stood and raised their hands. 

As they did so the lieutenant shouted, “Cease fire.” He said to us, “You three stand and cover them. Sergeant Jackson, bring the rest of the section.” He smiled.

Some of the Germans close to the lorry ran to it, for the sentry had started it having heard English being spoken, and they began to clamber aboard. Geoff raised and fired the Beretta and shouted, “Sir!”

I aimed at the man trying to climb in the back and hit him in the leg. Two others climbed aboard but the fourth was hit by Geoff’s Beretta. The lorry roared west. The two men we had hit lay on the back of the lorry. I did not know if they were dead or alive. The lieutenant’s Sten and Ray’s rifle did not stop it.

The feldwebel and three Germans were dead but the officer and two of the men were wounded. We had four unwounded prisoners. “Poulter.” As Bones raced forward the lieutenant commanded the Germans to lower the mine. “Sergeant, disarm them.”

I reloaded the Colt and took off the silencer. It would not be needed. 

“I didn’t know you spoke German, Sir.”

“Yes, Sharratt. When I was a student, before the war, I was on a dig in Italy and it was run by a German professor. I taught him English and he taught me German. Handy, eh?”

It was indeed.

He smiled as he put another magazine in his Sten gun. “I can also speak a little Italian.” He added, “Corporal, take Sharratt and Jennings and make sure there are no more Germans out there.”

“Sir.” 

He tossed his Sten gun to Weather. “Take this. It is reloaded.”

We moved cautiously towards the place the lorry had been. We found where it had stood. There was an oil leak. Ray pointed to the ground where there were spatters of something dark. “It looks like you hit one of them.”

We both nodded and followed the tracks of the lorry until we came to the road that headed west. We could hear the engine in the distance. “Ray, check to the left, Hawkeye, to the right. I will walk down the road aways.” I moved through the rocks looking for signs of Germans but there were none. I don’t think that the corporal thought there would be but it paid to be cautious.

By the time we returned the German officer’s wound had been tended to and they were waiting for us. Geoff said, “The lorry is long gone, Sir, but there is no one else.”

“Good. Sergeant Jackson, lead off.” He handed him the map. “Corporal, you and these two are rearguard. Give us five minutes and then follow.”

“Sir, the mines!”

“Just follow our tracks, Corporal.”

I asked, “And the dead Jerries, Sir?”

“We leave them for their own chaps to bury.”

It made sense. The alternative was for the captured Germans to have to carry the bloodied bodies. Geoff looked at his watch and then nodded. We followed.

It was dawn by the time we reached our lines. There was a welcoming committee led by Captain Whittle as well as the new officer, Lieutenant Dawson, and the CSM. “Trouble, Lieutenant?”

“They were clearing mines, Sir, but we suffered no casualties and there are four dead Germans where they were working. We also have prisoners.”

“Well done. I will get on to HQ. At least we know what the disturbance was.”

Lieutenant Fowler said, “How do we stop it? If we go out again they will be ready.”

“I daresay there will be a way but what is more important is that we know that when the Germans and Italians do come it will be through the minefield.” I realised that what I had taken to be an impenetrable field of mines was not as strong as I had thought.

I heard First Lieutenant Dawson speak for the first time and I took an immediate dislike to the man. He had what my dad would have called a posh voice. Lieutenant Fowler had one too but somehow the way he drew out and elongated the vowels annoyed me. It was also what he said, “Lieutenant, we now have officers who know how to lead and can defeat these gangsters. I am sure that Captain Whittle and the colonel can deal with them.”

I saw Lieutenant Fowler colour and Captain Whittle said, gently, “We have done alright up to now, Lieutenant Dawson, and you will come to realise that this section and 1st Platoon are the best in the regiment.” The new officer’s beady eyes narrowed as he scrutinised us. He had not meant to but Captain Whittle had drawn his attention to us and I knew that it was not a good thing.

As we headed back to the camp we were not as sprightly as we might have been had we not had the wind taken from our sails. It might have been that the new officer was just trying to impose his authority on both Lieutenant Fowler and the rest of us but there was something about him that worried me.
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There had been little to take from the Germans. They had just two machine pistols and rifles. There were only two spare magazines for the machine pistols. The officer had a Mauser but it was damaged. There were no grenades, which was a pity, for I found them useful for making booby traps. I could also throw them further than a Mills bomb. The prisoners were taken away after a brief interrogation. Captain Miller from Intelligence conducted the questioning.

As we showered away the burnt cork we had used to blacken our faces, Bob said, “Do you lads do this often? I was scared witless in that minefield.”

Ray shook his head, “First time for us. I might have been scared but the lieutenant appeared confident and when I thought about it I realised that the mines were for tanks and not anti-personnel.”

Roland stopped lathering his face and said, “So infantry could get through?”

Ray thought about it and said, “Probably.”

No one spoke for a while. Ray was right. The next time we were on duty we would have to be more alert. The minefield was an illusion. It was there to stop tanks and we would both see and hear them, for they were noisy beasts. Men, on the other hand, could sneak through, as we had done.

It was when we heard guns cracking and flashing a little closer to us that we knew the Germans were still coming. Their air attacks grew in numbers. The M3 Grant tanks we had just behind us drew the Stukas and Focke Wulfs like flies to camel dung. The Kittyhawks and Hurricanes did their best to deter them but the RAF was outnumbered. As soon as the siren went we dived into our trenches. Our only air defence was the Bren gun and the likelihood of Harry hitting them was slim but it made us feel better that we were hitting back. The tanks seemed to bear a charmed life but others in the camp were not so lucky. Men were killed and wounded. The battalion doctors were kept busy and burial details were needed every day. The constant raids and shelling sapped energy and made us dispirited. We felt as though we were just hanging on.

The good news came when the replacement Bren carrier and grenade launchers arrived. Bert Dixon, our mechanical genius, had been distraught when we had lost, first Betty our Bren carrier and then Morris our truck. When the new Universal Carrier arrived, he was like a kid at Christmas. He dived under the bonnet to fiddle on with what, I assumed, was a machine in perfect working condition. He would be covered in even more grease and oil from now on. Bert’s way was to take nothing for granted. The officers in our company did not use the vehicles that were officially called, Universal Carriers, as others did. Instead they allocated them throughout the regiment. We had one for our platoon. Geoff was the commander, Bert the driver and mechanic. Harry operated the Bren and the fourth man had the grenade launcher. We had hoped for an anti-tank rifle but they were in short supply.

Sandy was given the grenade launcher and those of us who had handled one before showed him how to use it. Norm Thomas said, “I will keep an eye on him. Why the sarge didn’t give it to one of us with experience is beyond me.”

Geoff Vane shook his head, “Because, my friend, we need all of us to be able to use every piece of equipment.”

Bob said, “But I am supposed to be the one who uses demolition charges and we have none.”

“But we will and when we do then, like Bert with his Bren carrier and Hawkeye with his Colt, you will have a special skill.” No one mentioned Cowley who had been his predecessor.

Bob’s charges arrived at the start of April. Our supplies arrived erratically. Lieutenant Fowler explained why. “The Germans and Italians are trying to take Malta. There is a battle going on there every day. Someone told me that more bombs were dropped on Valletta than on London! The island has first call on supplies from the west and we rely on ours coming from India and Australia. They have more limited industrial capacity than England.” The lieutenant had been a teacher and took the time to explain to us. We appreciated it. It was in direct contrast to First Lieutenant Dawson.

Life might have been relatively pleasant but for the new officer. He had random tent inspections. It was not just us but we were the first. Thanks to Bill Jackson’s warning we had been prepared and the critical officer found nothing untoward. It seemed to annoy him and his face reddened in anger when he found nothing to complain about. He also sprang surprise visits when we had night stag. Again, he found nothing remiss, for we knew the value of being alert but it sapped our spirits. He was constantly looking for faults and if he found one he would descend on us like a ton of bricks. I knew that he and Lieutenant Fowler did not get on, for our platoon leader would always make a point of visiting us after the first lieutenant had pounced. He tried his best to gee up our spirits but Lieutenant Dawson began to sap the energy from us. It was almost as though he was working for the enemy. I suppose it was his nature but the problem was that he commanded our platoon and, until a new officer arrived, B Company too. We learned that the first lieutenant was acting commander of Company B and that he wanted the promotion to captain. Captain Whittle was acting as adjutant. Our losses had given the battalion problems. Lieutenant Dawson was a martinet. We had a relaxed discipline in both the battalion and the company. It changed in our company, for Captain Whittle appeared to be preoccupied with battalion matters. We had more saluting and tent inspections and it wore down our morale. Bill Jackson and the lieutenant tried their best to protect us but it was clear that he did not like them either.

The relief of a cooler time in winter had ended and the temperature began to rise. We knew that in summer it could top one hundred degrees and that was hot. We quickly showed Bob how to adapt to the sun. We were part of an army and a regiment but the section and the platoon were a family. We had learned in Greece and Crete to look out for one another. Cowley had been the last man we had lost and we all blamed ourselves for that. We had not prepared him well enough. I know that Sergeant Jackson thought that was nonsense but once you get an idea in your head you are stuck with it. It was as though Bob suddenly had more than half a dozen mothers. We showed him how to use a cloth to protect the neck from the sun. We encouraged him to take his boots and socks off whenever he could. We advised him on everything that we had learned from our time in the desert. He was like a sponge and soaked it all up.

Knowing that the Germans and Italians were on the move precipitated more patrols from us. Sergeant Jackson took the section out on one such patrol. He replaced Weather in the carrier and the rest of us walked behind the carrier. I was not sure about the wisdom of using the carrier. While it gave us firepower and some protection, its noisy engine would alert any German or Italian infantry. I understood the need for the patrol. As we had discovered in the time we had been in the desert we needed to know what the Germans were up to, and as we no longer had air superiority, aerial reconnaissance was not an option. 

We left before dawn and headed south and west towards the wilder side of our lines. The Germans wanted Tobruk which lay on the coast but they had used the desert to the south before. We went to look for signs that the enemy were scouting out our positions. I walked with Bob and Roland. Geoff had asked me to keep an eye on the two, as he called them, young ’uns. What he meant was the least experienced. My Colt and Beretta were in my tent and I had my Lee Enfield. If we were called into action then the longer range and firepower of my rifle would be more use than a Colt. I was festooned with Mills bombs. While Bob just had the Mills bombs and a rifle, poor Roland also had the medical kit. Although it was not that heavy it was cumbersome. It was another reason for my close presence. If we were attacked he would be slower to bring his rifle into action.

That first patrol was largely uneventful but nerve wracking, nonetheless. Each time we crested a rise our hearts were in our mouths. The noisy carrier would warn any Germans that a vehicle was heading their way and the first that we would know would be when shells struck the carrier. We reached the furthest point of our patrol and turned around. It was as we turned around that I spied the cigarette ends. Such things were not unusual but these butts were relatively fresh and I picked one up. It was German and not British. Had there been any fighting recently then it might have been explained away as cigarettes captured from the Germans. The last cigarettes we had taken had been before Christmas.

I hurried to the carrier and banged on the side. It stopped and Sergeant Jackson’s head popped up, “Yes, Sharratt?”

“Found this, Sarge. Looks fresh to me.”

“Where did you find it?” I pointed and he said, “Look over there for signs of Germans.”

Once we all looked we found evidence. We saw the hole they had dug to bury their excrement. We found the German wrapper from their rations. They were buried but we saw the disturbed sand. We knew it had not been done by animals. The final piece of evidence was a pair of tyre tracks. A Kubel Wagen had been here. They had hidden it in a wadi and then crested the rise to study our defences. It all pointed to one thing. The Germans had patrols out too. The difference was that they had sent fewer men out. A Kubel Wagen only held four men at most and it was not armoured like our Universal Carrier.

The sergeant reported to Lieutenant Fowler when we returned and he made the decision to take the next patrol out. This time he took two Bren carriers and one of them had a new PIAT anti-tank gun. The company had been issued with a couple. He took a different section out. This one had Corporal Atkinson as the NCO. As we waited the next day in our trenches, we chatted about the possibilities of an attack. I was with Bob and Roland and I had checked that they both had all that they would need. It was Bob who brought up his worries and as he was obviously concerned we had to try to assuage his fears.

“The Germans are tough soldiers. Before we sailed I was in a pub and some of the men there were saying as how we can’t beat them. They conquered Europe and drove us from Greece and Crete.”

I snapped, somewhat harsher than I meant it to be, “Nonsense, that is defeatist talk.” Bob recoiled at my words and it was then I saw how young he looked. I knew he could not be much younger than I was but we had
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